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http://d“Design is a very old human capability that
has been forgotten by the mainstream
educational systems and the traditionalists
alike. Both these streams need to reestab-
lish contact with the discipline if we are to
face the vagaries of change that is upon us
from all directions.”—M.P. Ranjan (2003)
M.P. Ranjan was an inﬂuential senior faculty member
at India’s National Institute of Design and was on the
editorial board of this journal. This article shares an
interview with M.P. Ranjan that was recorded two
days before his untimely death. In it, he shares
fascinating and original ideas about the difference
between design and engineering, the future of design
education and its institutions, as well as multiple
approaches for improving design publishing, confer-
ences and pedagogy. M.P. Ranjan’s ﬁnal recorded
words are presented here as a message to future de-
signers. (See ﬁg. 1.)Introduction
Many have recognized the potential value that design
and design thinking can bring to rapidly developing
countries like India.1 Every year, there are thousands
of places, products, and services built; the promise of
“design thinking” is to augment engineering’s Design Guru
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Therefore, this article seeks to recognize M.P.
Ranjan, who has been a leader in promoting design
thinking in India (ﬁg. 2). As a faculty at the National
Institute of Design (NID), he inﬂuenced thousands of
students over his 35 years of teaching (ﬁgs. 3–7). His
sudden death on August 9, 2015 came as a shock to
many in the design community in India and around
the world. M.P. Ranjan cared deeply for design pub-
lication, and thus this interview is submitted with the
hope that his words will continue to inspire the next
generation of designers and design thinkers.Brief Biography of M.P. Ranjan
Born in Madras in 1950, M.P. Ranjan joined the NID in
1969, and became a member of its faculty in 1972. He
ran the consulting arm of the NID from 1981–1991,
during which time he facilitated over 400 collabora-
tive projects between NID faculty and their corporate
or government clients. From 1991–1995, he was chair
of publications, where he set up a proliﬁc set of
design publications. Among students, he was well
known for teaching the core design theory course,
starting in 1981, which he named “Design Concepts
and Concerns” (see ﬁgs. 8 and 9). Ranjan was also a
proliﬁc writer, publishing in formal publications and
via more informal platforms (such as his blog, and the
PhD Design List). His two best-known books are his157
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Figure 1 M.P. Ranjan “selﬁe” with the interviewer, on August 7, 2015.
Ranjan had a well-known habit of taking selﬁes to document his everyday
encounters and meetings. Copyright © 2015 M.P. Ranjan.
Figure 2 The Design Journey Model. Copyright © 2007 M.P. Ranjan.encyclopedic documentation of traditional Indian
crafts2 (ﬁgs. 10–13) and his book analyzing the cul-
tural and material potential of bamboo3 (see ﬁgs. 14
and 15). When he died, he had just begun to teach a
new university-wide course on Design Thinking at
Ahmedabad University. His expansive syllabus4 re-
ﬂects his deep knowledge of the ﬁeld of design and
his ability to communicate it to students (see ﬁgs. 16
and 17).The Interview
After spending several hours chatting with M.P.
Ranjan at the NID campus in Ahmedabad, he
graciously offered some time the following day for a
recorded phone interview. This interview was part of
a design research project examining the nature of
design as an academic ﬁeld. I communicated to Mr.
Ranjan that my goals were to create a “map” showing
design within the wider university system, and158 she ji The Journal of Design,understand where design is going as an independent
academic ﬁeld. While questions were prepared in
advance, the interview was largely open-ended and
unstructured. In the week that followed, the inter-
view was transcribed using Transcriva, a manual
transcription program, then edited for readability
and length. The original transcription and audio re-
cordings are available upon request.
To support readers who wish to skim the con-
tents of this interview, the following topics were
covered in the following order:
 The future of design in Indian universities
 The difference between engineering and design
 Is design an integrated ﬁeld of study?
 Identifying “design attitudes” as well as
abilities
 The importance of undergraduate “design”
majors
 Discussion of the top design schools in India
 Barriers to creating design departments in
Indian universities
 The sad state of publications in design
 The importance of design publication
 The need for a national design award
 Discussion of PhD programs in design and
design criticism
 “What design faculty must do”
 The need for small design conferences
 Relevant networks of design thinking in India
 A reﬂection on Don Norman’s work
 A personal reﬂection on 45 years at NID
 The opportunity for documenting design as-
signments and projects
 The future of entrepreneurship in design
education
I’d like to ask you some questions about the ﬁeld of
design in India and where it is going.
M.P. Ranjan: Of course. Recently, the government of
India set out to build a new set of NIDs5 in various
parts of the country. For some reason, good or bad,
the current NID faculty and alumni have been kept
out of it. So, some of us told the government, “This is
not the way forward.”We put out a call saying that we
need vision ﬁrst. We need to re-envision what shall be
the new colleges and the new kinds of programs—
and based on that, the government should go ahead
and invest monies. We have made it into a move-
ment, so there is a website called www.VisionFirst.in
where you can see our arguments.
It became a kind of activist movement: trying to
tell government what they need to do going forward.Economics, and Innovation Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter 2015
Figure 3 Picture of M.P. Ranjan taken by graphic design student Anjila
Puri as a photography assignment developed by Prof. Suranjana Satwa-
lekar (NID). The assignment was to capture the essence of their teaching
domain as well as their major passions. Courtesy of Aditi Ranjan.I can’t say we have been successful, but we have
managed to prevent what they were contemplating,
where each of the new institutes would be given to a
new industry partner and they would run the place
on a proﬁt-sharing basis, which I thought was a
fundamentally ﬂawed approach. So yes, there is a
need for new design schools, but what should they
teach and what should they do? So, your research
could be very valuable for that.
Yes, I’m hoping that the evidence I gather will be useful
for policy decisions.
M.P. Ranjan: Certainly. But where does the evidence
lie? I believe it lies in the work of the 3200 graduates
of the NID and the 815 graduates of IDC (Industrial
Design Center). They were the ﬁrst schools set up in
India to look at design, or modern design. As for
traditional design, if you take a broader net, there are
many, many more schools that were started long
before NID and the new design movement had risen.
We have to go back a little bit to understand the
context of design in India; just looking at the NIDs
and IDC you won’t get a complete picture [of] where
the capabilities for Indian industries come from,
where the capabilities of any form of innovation—it
isn’t just in the industrial design space, it is also in the
branding and communication space and in the textile
and production space. There are broadly these
areas—and many of the new spaces have been
merged. There have existed forerunners in other in-
stitutions that need to be mapped out, if you wish to
do a thorough job.
Many of the art colleges also spawned design-
related disciplines, as did the architecture schools
and the engineering schools. So, if you were only to
look at the design schools, you would get an incom-
plete view. Most of the science and technology in-
stitutions have had a design component. There have
been a lot of innovations that have come out of those
institutions that are not mapped and identiﬁed as
possible foundations for the design platform in India.
In every IIT, for instance, in the area of mechani-
cal engineering, machine tool making, automotive—
there has been a lot of design work dealing with en-
gineering solutions. However, this work does not deal
with “people-engineering-relationship” type prob-
lems, but rather technical issues; they use mathe-
matical modeling and similar tools, with the promise
of delivering a better solution to solve very complex
problems. And they have been hugely funded.
For instance, India’s satellite program has two
dimensions: a military dimension, and anotherIndia’s Design Gurudimension that involves the promise that our lives
will be better thanks to better communication, better
access to information, better data on the ground, and
a greater degree of visualization, mapping, modeling
… and that all this will help in our governance
systems.
But the question is: Has it helped, or not? If so, to
what extent? These kinds of studies, which are critical
studies, just have not been done in my view. And they
will need to be done.
How do you see the difference between engineering
and design?
M.P. Ranjan: Engineering, in my view, represents the
technical competence of both the product and the
offering. In design, the intention is not only to make
the product better, but in some cases, to replace the
product altogether. For the offering may not be a
technical solution, it may be a social solution. If the
solutions lie outside the engineering realm, engi-
neers will never attempt it. I’m not claiming that
designers are doing this, but that is what design is159
Figure 4 Geometry class in session: M.P. Ranjan with students of the
Foundation Program at NID. “Geometrical Construction” and in later
years “Geometry and Morphology” was introduced in basic design
education by Ranjan to teach “complex structural and formal math and
logic problems” to design students. Courtesy of Aditi Ranjan.
Figure 5 M.P. Ranjan with one of his favorite groups: “Design for
Change” Jury in 2014. Courtesy of Praveen Nahar.
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supposed to do. To be able to assess what needs to be
brought to bear on the problem and to realize it.
But even designers don’t have the bandwidth to
move way outside their own ﬁeld of expertise to bring
in expertise that may be needed to solve some cate-
gories of problems. But it is beginning to dawn on us
that this capacity is becoming more and more
important.
The early goal-setting stages become very critical.
Once a goal has been established, we know how to get
the hammer and tongs and try to resolve it. Butwhat if
the goal is wrong? One goal might be to build a bullet
train from Bombay to Ahmedabad. Another is to say
that we need improved mobility between these cities,
or for the population. So the problem can be deﬁned
in a variety of alternate ways. And in alternate deﬁ-
nitions, the answer may not involve a train at all!
So, who does this early stage of reckoning? That, I
believe, is the domain of design. It is stillFigure 6 Bamboo Boards and Beyond (B3) was a multi-disciplinary in-
ternational design event inviting students and professionals from all over
to participate in a 10 day hands-on workshop at NID in 2000. These
images show: M.P. Ranjan discussing product ideas with students in the
Wood studio at NID; a product innovation using laminated bamboo board
India’s Design Guruunacknowledged in our country, and in many other
places.
Would you say that design is a collection of indepen-
dent ﬁelds or an integrated ﬁeld of study?
M.P. Ranjan: Design, in my view, is a set of related
abilities and attitudes that need to be developed. For
instance, one attitude is when scientists ask for rigor.
On the other hand, when you want to explore, you
want to play. That is also an attitude. At an early stage,
when you don’t know where to go, I think play is very
good. Now, play seems like a very frivolous way of
addressing a very serious problem; but from my
experience, many serious problems need playful ways
of ﬁnding answers. Otherwise, we can remain serious
but not get anywhere, because we are still looking
within familiar, limited frames. So, changing the
frame of reference, that is a big challenge today. And,(China) and a board made of woven bamboo (splits) mats (India) in the
Wood studio at NID; Furniture Design students holding up their light-
weight bamboo space frame in the wood studio at NID; and exhibition of
product ideas generated during B3 in the Design Gallery at NID. Courtesy
of Aditi Ranjan.
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Figure 7 M.P. Ranjan with the Katlamara bamboo chair designed by him.
Courtesy of Aditi Ranjan.I’m not sure which discipline today is able to suggest
alternate frames, other than design. Or, what you
might call integrated design.
There are different terms being used today. If you
go to Carnegie Mellon, they talk of Transitional
Design.6 They are putting together new courses
online; if you haven’t seen those, I strongly recom-
mend them … quite a good line of thinking.
Do you think that “design” has potential as an inte-
grated ﬁeld, or do you think it really makes more sense
for design to be treated as a collection of different
ﬁelds?
M.P. Ranjan: Design skills are important when you
are designing. But when you want to talk about
design with other people, domain skills are not so
important. You need to be convincing, and able to
negotiate and build and talk and share and partner
with people. So you don’t need to draw speciﬁcally
from domain knowledge, because it exists outside the
collaborative ﬁeld. But you need the ability to connect
to that domain knowledge. Do you understand?
If attitudes of co-creation, collaborative working,
and team-building are embedded into a person or a
small group of people, then chances are that they will
be able to mobilize and bring in the required disci-
plines from outside.
Another essential skill is the capacity to deter-
mine that something is even needed. I am talking
about truly transformational work where there is no
reference point available for you to say, “Should we
do this or not?”when getting close to a breakthrough,
for instance.
Are these attitudes common across different ﬁelds of
design?
M.P. Ranjan: What I am trying to say is that the
attitude towards these issues, one facet of which is
dealing with other people who have expertise, is
critical. So, the question is, how does one embed
this kind of capability, quality or sensibility in a
person? Any design program in the future needs to
do that.
This means that one of the most important
things programs would want to teach, if this can be
taught at all, is the importance of building an ethical
standard within the person or group going forward.
What I mean by an ‘ethical standard’ is the ability to
honor the other—which is necessary to get that
connection. Also, one needs to believe that the other
person also knows something, and that there are162 she ji The Journal of Design,alternate ways of doing the same thing. One needs to
be open enough to look and share. This not like
saying, “I know the answer, and I am going to solve
it.” Sometimes, you truly do not know. In brain-
storming we defer judgment for a short time; but in
design decision-making, are we able to do this? That
is where some design attitudes become very critical.
To be clear: Are you saying that these same attitudes
are applicable in all ﬁelds of design?
M.P. Ranjan: All ﬁelds? You see … there will always
be verticals. I don’t think there will ever be fewer
verticals; instead, there will be more and more. I’ve
been thinking constantly about the 230 sectors of
India’s economy that need design: they are broad
sectors, each of which needs a variety of design types,
and design thinking at the leading edge to try to
deﬁne what could and should be done. They also need
design to ﬁgure out how best to achieve those things,
at what cost, what efﬁciencies can be built in, and so
on. A body of design experience needs to be built up
in every single one of those domains.Economics, and Innovation Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter 2015
So, obviously, there will be some differences in
attitude and aptitude. For instance, somebody work-
ing in banking and ﬁnance will accumulate a lot of
resources and insight applicable in that domain; that
same person could contribute to another sector alto-
gether as a partner. So a variety of different types of
design might work in a particular domain—but at
the same time, there will be crossover, and cross-
disciplinary or transdisciplinary model building.
Perhaps the future university system will have to
address both of these needs. How? We will ﬁgure out
a way… we have to. There are some underlying
principles that are deﬁnitely within the remit of
design. Design itself is built from the gathering
together and mastering of a host of disciplines: it
borrows from art, technology, the sciences—
methodologies, tools, attitudes, processes, ap-
proaches—everything! But again, within design,
when trying to integrate, it will be necessary to look
at what and how these are actually helping us.Figure 9 M.P. Ranjan reﬂected on the DCC course, 2012. Courtesy of
Praveen Nahar.
Figure 8 Design Concepts and Concerns (DCC) course: Blackboard
generated through class brainstorming on the key words associated with
“What is Design?” Courtesy of Aditi Ranjan.
India’s Design GuruI don’t think a serious review has taken place,
with very few exceptions. Of the published resources,
there are big gaps in knowing what design could be
and what is actually needed. Largely, there has been a
focus on the aesthetic dimensions of design. And, in
recent times, there has been a serious focus on sys-
tems design. But that leaves a lot of unanswered
questions that need to be discovered or organized. I
don’t think a typical engineer has any inkling of what
design is, or what it could offer. Or, if so, the ideas
would be quite superﬁcial, and largely aesthetic, or
associated to stories available in mass media.
Are there undergraduate design majors in other
schools? Can one get an undergraduate degree in
design?
M.P. Ranjan: Yes, there are several schools now of-
fering this within universities. Now, the claim is that
the master’s degree is superior to the undergraduate:
I think this is completely fallacious. It is completely
ungrounded. I have always been at NID, and the IIT/
IDC faculty is claiming that the master’s program is
better. My argument has been that the master’s pro-
gram takes people from the ﬁelds of engineering, the
sciences, some from architecture, and reorients them
to design within a one-point-ﬁve or two-year pro-
gram—which is an inadequate amount of time. It
lacks the rigor to actually make them cross over to
becoming designers, or design theoreticians.
Although they have begun the journey toward design,
they have not yet arrived.
When you follow their careers over the past 25
years, as I have, you will see that some of them have
made the grade, while others haven’t. They have
become better administrators of design, but they
have not really furthered the ﬁeld of design. This is a
very political statement, because we are really
comparing two institutions and two approaches. NID
is now producing more students in the so-called
master’s program, which is actually their ﬁrst degree
in design. So NID takes a raw engineer who has
absolutely no idea what design could be, and then
puts them through a program within a very rich
environment, and after two years expects them to
understand design, which I think is wrong. It is their
ﬁrst degree in design.
By contrast, although design undergraduates are
not exceedingly articulate and well read at the end of
ﬁve years’ training, they have an understanding of
design that seems to be far richer. And when you look
at the same people ﬁve years down the line, you ﬁnd
global leaders in their domains. How did they get163
Figure 10a Aditi Ranjan and M.P. Ranjan at the Art Book Centre signing
event on Sunday November 2, 2008. Copyright © 2008 M.P. Ranjan.
Figure 10b. Cover of the book: Crafts in India: Handmade in India. Copy-
right © 2008 M.P. Ranjan.there? Not by virtue of their degree. It was something
else. What is that something else? That is a research
question that I’ve been asking somebody to do follow-
up research on.
The list of NID graduates from the past 60 years
totals 3200 people, and the list of IDC graduates from
the past 45 years totals 820 people, and even if gradu-
ates fromSrishti and other schoolswere added to these
numbers, the total number of design graduates in
India from 1970 to today would still be small. It would
be easy to ascertain what they have been doing, plot
their professional trajectories and determine their
current statuses, and then do the metrics to see what
correlates back to their education. It has never been
done. I have been asking both the government and the
institutions to do it, but the project needs funding and
brainpower: people who are capable of gathering and
analyzing the data, and coming back to give us a cate-
gorical perspective, and say, “Yes, there seems to be
something of value in our undergraduates.”
What other design schools in India are leading the
way?
M.P. Ranjan: Srishti is a good place to look. In my
view, Srishti is showing signs of excellence that you
can’t ﬁnd anywhere else in the country. They are
going all the way now, because they are offering a
PhD program. Another school is ISDI Indian School of
Design and Innovation, which is located in central
Bombay. They are new—they haven’t graduated their
ﬁrst undergraduate class yet, but they also have a
multi-layer approach for interaction design and offer
a short-term program for people from industry.
The other program is Pearl Academy; they used
to be called the Pearl Academy of Fashion and Tech-
nology, but they are realigning themselves towards
design. In fact, they have ﬁve campuses now, each
offering multiple programs with over 300 faculty
members. They have been acquired by the American
group, Laureate, which has also bought Domus
academy and other schools in Europe.
What are some of the barriers to establishing a
department of design within a typical Indian
university?
M.P. Ranjan:Have you seen the “Design Manifesto”?7
It was put together by an IIT team, under pressure
from the Indian Ministry of Human Resources. It was
written to help establish design within all the tech-
nological institutions of India.164 she ji The Journal of Design,A lot of these institutions make big promises but
do not always deliver on the ground. This phenome-
non has become apparent because people on the
design side are actually showing results without
much money. So people were beginning to ask ques-
tions like, “Why don’t you use design?” which is how
the Design Manifesto came into being.Economics, and Innovation Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter 2015
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Figure 13 A double spread from the book Handmade in India. The craft
resource book maps the skills, materials, craftsmanship in a cultural,
historical and geographic context. Copyright © 2008 M.P. Ranjan.
Previous Page
Figure 11 Facing pages from Handmade in India: An Encyclopedia of the
Crafts of India, edited by Aditi Ranjan & M.P. Ranjan. A resource for the
creative economy of India. Courtesy of Aditi Ranjan.
Figure 12 A double spread from the book Handmade in India which
illustrates diversity in crafts as a response of different cultures, regions,
functions, construction techniques, and forms using one material—metal.
Courtesy of Aditi Ranjan.But this will continue to be a political issue, and
there is tremendous resistance to that within the
engineering colleges. Many architecture and engi-
neering colleges claim that they already know design,
that they are already doing it. By this they mean that
they are designing jet airplanes, hardware, technol-
ogy… but what they call “design” isn’t really “end-to-
end design,” which considers complex social-
technological-political-economic issues.
That is a paradigm around the world, because
everyone is running after patents. Whether your
patent is effective or not, it provides an edge valued
by industry and governments. But in design, none of166 she ji The Journal of Design,the patents do anything.When it comes to the greater
good, do those patents actually help? Such questions
have not been answered properly.
Patents can be seen as a form of publication. So, let
me ask about that more generally: what is the situa-
tion of design publications in India?
M.P. Ranjan: Publications! The situation in one
simple word is… pathetic. Pathetic. There is no better
word for it. I’ve written a lot on design publications in
India. Look at the latest issue of Pool,8 published last
month: I wrote the forward on design publishing in
India over the past 40 years and how it stands now. I
have not used that word in that article, but I can tell
you for the record that the status is pathetic. It can
only get better when challenges are set, and when
there are platforms that encourage both design
schools and design practitioners to write more, share
more, debate more and basically put themselves out
there so that third parties can have their say.Economics, and Innovation Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter 2015
Figure 14 Images from the lecture “Three Orders of Design: Lessons
from Northeast India” which illustrate examples from the book Bamboo
& Cane Crafts of Northeast India. Copyright © 2009 M.P. Ranjan.Ground level primary documentation is missing.
The secondary level of reﬂecting on that documenta-
tion is missing. The tertiary level of philosophizing
and building theory on the ﬁrst two levels is missing.
While there are thousands of design experiences,
relatively few people have been through all the many
kinds of experience. Design is happening—but there
is very little published material that reﬂects on or
shares the experience of design. Only very commercial
types of design in corporate India are typically visible.
Yet, there is a whole lot of design work happening in
the non-corporate space, in the government space, in
the non-government space, in the rural sector, and
others. It is happening, but it is ﬂying under the radar.
What do you see as the purpose of design
publications?
M.P. Ranjan: There are many levels. They will build
awareness and interest in design as a profession, and
help design to connect with related disciplines. AndIndia’s Design Guruthey will also help change funding patterns, by
changing the mindsets in government and business
administration vis-à-vis design-related research.
Design research is almost non-existent today. Some of
us have been working in the ﬁeld of design research
for a fraction of the pay seen in ﬁelds of pure scien-
tiﬁc research, both in terms of personal remunera-
tion and in terms of facilities we have at our disposal.
At present, there is no platform for recognition. I
say that because the Indian government does offer a
number of national awards to ﬁlmmakers, scientists,
artists, and people who contribute to social and eco-
nomic initiatives, but not a single person in the
country has been recognized for anything related to
design. How is this possible, when I can list 10,000
things that can and have been done by design? This
situation does not bode well for the future. If the
opposite were true, we could put into place a better
educational system, and attract talent into those in-
stitutions and so on. It would have a cascade effect.
Both recognition and publication would change that.167
Figure 15 Images from Bamboo & Design: Opportunity for NE India.
Copyright © 2001 M.P. Ranjan.Out of the thousands of people who have been
trained in design, there are only 10–15 people who
have contributed to design publications in this
country over the past 50 years. This number has to
change; it may change through the new PhD pro-
grams. But the problem with these new programs is
that they are following the science pattern once
again. There is a lot of confusion, because a lot of
people talk about “design is science” or “design is
art”—this needs to be debated. We need to get people
to understand that design is not science, nor is it art.
So there is a huge scope for a university program
in design that can actually change this situation. If
the ordinary university programs in design do not
create designers, they should at least create design
critics. People who are articulating and expounding
about design—and raising issues and arguing, to
shed light on how the ﬁeld of design could move
forward.
How can we reﬂect on the issues we face today?
For instance, who will take up the case of the bullet
train and say whether it is the right thing for India
or not? What else could the possibility entail? We
leave it to a politician to design a dream, but that
dream is only a wish, there are no details in it.
When the multinational groups are consulted, they
say “Look at Germany: do the same in India.” Is that
going to work? Can you imagine the self-driving
Google car in Ahmedabad? I’m not challenging
India’s ability to do it, but look at our chaotic trafﬁc
conditions: there is a long way to go. So, is X the
way forward, or is there another way? When
considering advanced technology, intermediate
technology, and appropriate technologies (these
terms have all been used since the 70s, 80s and 90s)
where should we go? How should we grow forward?
We also need to understand the ethical parameters;
we also need to change a whole host of laws and
attitudes in society.
Where in India are there PhD programs in design?
M.P. Ranjan: There are Design PhD programs at IIT
Bombay, Guwahati, Srishti, NID, CEPT and Ambedkar
University. IIT Hyderabad is starting a massive PhD
program. Other art colleges have also started to offer
PhD programs. Yet because there have been no design
schools offering a PhD until recently, designers that
wanted to enter academics in a formal way were
compelled to enter any old program: anthropology,
sociology, technology and other PhD programs. They
were trained to put their questions in a way that168 she ji The Journal of Design,would ﬁt into those programs, but these were design-
related people whose intention was to come back to
design. I don’t think that was such a productive
method. They may be qualiﬁed with a PhD but they
haven’t furthered the design agenda.
Someone has to do serious research on this.
Another big design program is NIFT (National Insti-
tute of Fashion Technology). I helped to set up their
Accessory Design program from 1993 to 1995. They
have become the biggest school in the country for
design, by virtue of their numbers. NIFT is
government-owned and government-controlled. The
campuses are of varying quality, as it has expanded
very fast; some of them are terrible, but some have
good people who are trying very hard. However, the
climate that surrounds them is not favorable for
design, in terms of their policy frameworks, etc. For
instance, obtaining materials, determining the kind
of studio exposure required, or time required to learn
a certain activity, all of these are open to question:
how long should one assume it takes to learn draw-
ing? How long would you invest in that one activity?Economics, and Innovation Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter 2015
Figure 16 Systems model for the proposed Crafts Ecology for India as
part of the IICD, Jaipur’s Mission and Vision articulation in 2008. Copy-
right © 2008 M.P. Ranjan.Is there a format for design publications that you think
would make more sense?
M.P. Ranjan: Yes, I think making publications more
accessible via web would be of much more service
than print. But such publications should be authen-
ticated and peer-reviewed so they have credibility.
Cost is important as well. But if there is vision, even
print publication can be made accessible. Every
school in the country can get books, if the govern-
ment decides to make it so. But locking things away
in a library is not the answer. We need to make
publications accessible and available to students.
When I do my course, I try to put my students in
touch with the thought leaders directly. I think that
result is paying off. They might not be talking to the
very best people in the world, but they are talking to
some very credible people with some very compel-
ling, personal, direct knowledge. But the only thing
is, how to ﬁnd such people?
Design faculty must be pathﬁnders and indexers.
This is what I have tried to do: index people and say,
what is the body of experience of a person like John
Kolko? What can you hope to get from reading him,
and which papers of his are good starting points? I feel
that it is my responsibility: to make things accessibleIndia’s Design Guruby advocacy, and connect students with ideas. Like, if I
am reading Don Norman, which books of his should I
readﬁrst?What aspects of his thought should I take on
and study? And so on. I think the instructor’s role is
more like that. There is a long way to go.
I think good educational conferences would be a
great platform for publication. We need small,
archival conferences where domain specialists can
meet together year after year to share across schools.
The numbers could be small but the community needs
to be large. We do have PhD Design (a discussion
platform), but that is too diffuse, and not domain-
speciﬁc. Andwhere do basic design teachers go to talk
to eachother?Whohas created a platform for teachers
of undergraduate curricula to talk to eachother?What
about basic design teachers who are dealing with
more advanced concepts?Where do they get together?
Such platforms ought not to be left to chance. Plat-
forms have to be moderated and grown collectively.
These are challenges a university can address. Along-
side core teaching activities, other cross-university
events and activities should take place, and open
sharing ethics should be a part of that.
One conference I attended, organized by the Uni-
versity of New South Wales (UNSW) in Sydney, was
brilliant. Since the government of Australia has bilat-
eral treaties with India, China, Malaysia, Japan, Viet-
nam and many of the Asian countries, the university
had applied for grants from multiple countries. These
grants were aimed at research projects in various
ﬁelds, but collaborators in those countries were
needed to be able to access the grants. Instead of all
their people traveling to all these countries, which
would have cost millions of dollars, UNSW created a
clever strategy: their faculty selected 70 people, awar-
ded us each with a travel stipend, and took care of our
accommodation for 3–4 days in Sydney. So, for very
limited costs, they were able to invite 70 people from
design and design-related areas from a variety of Asian
countries to meet the entire UNSW faculty. Each of us
gave a presentation, with breakout sessions. At the end
of the sessions, they gave us all a fellowship,which fast-
tracked access to research collaborations between our
institutions and theirs. A lot of different projects and
activities have emerged from that conference, because
people were able to actually meet, so the platform and
channels were set up efﬁciently. I thought it was a
brilliant move. So for a limited amount of money, the
gains they achieved were enormous.
I think we need to think about these kinds of
strategies. This is just a particular example of how we
could carry out collaborative research. So, for the
same amount of money it would cost to appoint four169
Figure 17a Proﬁle of the emerging designer and those who will adopt
design as a way forward in their own professions. Copyright © 2007 M.P.
Ranjan.
Figure 17b Title page of the visual presentation titled “Hand-Head-
Heart: Ethics in Design.” Copyright © 2009 M.P. Ranjan.professors, UNSW was able to pay 200 international
collaborators. Instead of being an elephant, you can
be an ant, and nibble away at these things! Many
people don’t need money; they need an enabling
environment, they need facilitation and they need to
be encouraged to move forward. And then eventually,
they need a platform to showcase it, which can be
done via the web, easily.
We have been ﬁghting in a space with very
limitedmoney. And we have had to bemore inventive
about getting ahead.
Do you have any further advice for me?
M.P. Ranjan: Yourmap of design is a worthwhile task.
To this end, there aremany design summits on record,
so you can ﬁnd out the topics, and learn about the
speakers andwhat they do. Youmight also consult the
journalists who have been covering design. For
instance, the Economic Times ran the Design Summit
this year in Bombay. Similarly, Mint is a Bombay
journal that has been writing about design. Finally,
there have been some large individual promoters—
large families and industrialists—who have started
investing in design because their family members
were trained in design. Many of the younger genera-
tion sees design as a way forward, and I think this is
going to change business in our country. At Godrej [a
large industrial house] for instance, each of the owner
family members has a foot in design. One went to IIT
Chicago and then came back to build design at Godrej,
focusing on developing new products for the bottom
of the pyramid market. They have been bringing in
IITC professors as their consultants. Godrej is a multi-
vertical company, so they can go anywhere in the
planet and get people, but I’mnot aware of any design
school in India that is connecting with them. Simi-
larly, in the Fisher group [a large retail chain], the
younger generation is all connected to design. So that
is good news for design in the country. But it happens
because there are pressures from the outside pushing
these companies into design. An example is the new
design thinking platform for Infosys, who have
announced that they have trained 70,000 engineers in
design thinking. Indian industry is under tremendous
pressure to put design into their products, because
global competition is heating up.
Thank you so much for this interview. I will have to
thank Don Norman for introducing us.
M.P. Ranjan: He is an amazing chap. I think that
what Don Norman is doing with The Design Lab is an170 she ji The Journal of Design,amazing thing. He is trying to get into a technological
university and look at design as a big question, a
really big question—and then try to evolve a new
strategy andmethodology for design, design thinking
and design education. For him to be able to validate
his work and be rigorous is a big challenge. I ﬁrst met
Don in 1995 at Apple, with my student who had won
an award from Apple. And at that time, I gifted him
my bamboo book. He gave me a signed copy of The
Psychology of Everyday Things. We’ve met a few times
since then and have been in conversation on the PhD
Design list.
It looks like we are out of time, but I should mention
that I am hosting a game design workshop on campus
tomorrow.
M.P. Ranjan: Ah, I can’t come. I’m totally tied up. I’m
in the process of shifting house, so it means I am busy
packing things and organizing my books. There are
thousands of books lying at home, some of which we
have to get rid of. We’ve been on campus for 15 years
now and this is the ﬁrst time we are moving out afterEconomics, and Innovation Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter 2015
Figure 19 Five posters on “visualizing sustainability” that were discussed
at Davos at a special session on Sustainability on 29 January 2009. Copy-
right © 2009 M.P. Ranjan.
Figure 18 Davos: World Economic Forum, January 2001: Photo credit:
https://www.facebook.com/IndiaFutureofChange/?fref[photo. The pan-
elists and the organizers of the ﬁrst INDIA Future of Change session on
Design, Innovation and Entrepreneurship in India at Davos. From left to
right: Sudhir John Horo, Tim Brown, Paola Antonelli, K. R. Sridhar, Amit
Shahi, Wilfried Aulbur, S.D. Shibulal, M.P. Ranjan, Bill Rusitzky.
Figure 20 Modeling village aspirations and development opportunities
for use by local population as well as planners. Village Sahpur study pro-
posal: A student project. Copyright © 2007 M.P. Ranjan.a long time. I call it moving from the frying pan into
the ﬁre! So that is tomorrow. I’ve been at NID since
1969! That’s a good 45 years, so there are a lot of
stories to be told.
I am working on a blog to build reﬂective stories9
and to reﬂect on other people’s work. Yesterday I
wrote a piece on an NID faculty member who set up a
very lovely design assignment. She wanted to teach
students that if you take a picture of a world leader,
you don’t just take a picture of their head, you take a
picture in context. So, she asked students to follow
faculty around to photograph them in context. So I
had one student following me for 15 days!
It was a wonderful assignment. But teachers who
assign these wonderful assignments have no record
of how to extol the virtues of the assignment and why
and how it should be done, what are the qualities that
come out of it, and what is the sense of learning that
comes out of it. If we did have a platform like that,
there were 10,000 assignments at NID over the past 30
years—in composition, photography, typography,India’s Design Gurumaterial studies, in every ﬁeld—that might have
been written about. There are so many great projects
that have not been reﬂected upon. If a design school171
Figure 21 M.P. Ranjan likes selﬁes. He used to immediately forward
people in context to the discussion topic or the event. Figure 21a is from
one of his favorite groups—“Design for Change” Jury 2014. Courtesy of
Kiran Bir Sethi. Figure 21b is from one of his last selﬁes: an extended late
evening chat on 24th July 2015 at NID. Courtesy of Praveen Nahar.
Figure 22 M.P. Ranjan. Courtesy of Praveen Nahar.
172 she ji The Journal of Design,doesn’t document and disseminate what they are
doing, they are missing huge opportunities!
So, this is why I believe now that future design
schools will have to look at entrepreneurship. That
way, whatever they develop as part of their journey of
learning can actually go into society. So, the student
who produces something can become an entrepre-
neur…or partner with an entrepreneur…and move
beyond. (See ﬁgs. 18 and 19.)Conclusion
M.P. Ranjan inﬂuenced thousands of students during
his years as faculty (ﬁgs. 20–22). He was beloved, as
can be seen by the outpouring of online support
following his death. What can be taken from this
particular interview?
First, design in India is increasingly recognized,
but there is a long way to go. Design lacks recognition
in two places where it could have massive impact:
within standard engineering curricula and within the
government. His deﬁnitional distinction between
design and engineering is outstanding. His advocacy
for a national design award is important to note, as
this has the potential to increase the recognition of
the value of design in India.
Second, the issues of design publishing are not
unique to India—and they must be addressed.
Ranjan’s suggestions for documenting and reﬂecting
upon design assignments and projects should be
taken seriously. Similarly, the small conference pub-
lication format he recommends is an intriguing
model, both for improving design publication but
also pedagogy. His idea that effective design in-
structors must be able to network their students and
connect them to thought leaders is both valuable and
unusual.
Third, his identiﬁcation of design attitudes and
abilities is a simple yet powerful way of classifying the
knowledge that is intrinsic to design across different
design verticals. His advocacy for a strong integration
between practical project knowledge and general
design theory is critical to the success of an inde-
pendent discipline of design. His rejection of “design
as science” appears based on his recognition that
playfulness is an essential method of design; his
rejection of “design as art” appears based on the idea
that design must be useful.
M.P. Ranjan’s creative viewpoints have primarily
inspired designers in India, yet they are truly global in
scope. After all, the institutional role of design as a
ﬁeld is far from determined anywhere; similarly, theEconomics, and Innovation Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter 2015
lack of publications dedicated to design is not unique
to India. So, by documenting some of his last words in
a new and ambitious design publication, both the
man and his body of written work can help guide and
inspire future designers.Acknowledgments
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